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(57) ABSTRACT

A probe card assembly for testing circuit boards is disclosed.
In some embodiments, the assembly includes the following: a
multi-layered dielectric plate aligned with an integrated cir-
cuit, the integrated circuit having on its surface a first plurality
ofelectrical contacts arranged in a pattern, the dielectric plate
having arrayed upon its surface a second plurality of electrical
contacts arranged in a pattern substantially matching the first
plurality of electrical contacts; a nanotube interposer inter-
posed between the dielectric plate and the integrated circuit,
the nanotube interposer having compliant carbon nanotubes
that are arranged to match the pattern of electrical contacts on
the integrated circuit and the dielectric plate; and a plurality of
vertical probes arrayed upon the nanotube interposer and
joined with the nanotubes, the vertical probes making elec-
trical contact with the first plurality of electrical contacts and
the second plurality of electrical contacts via the nanotubes.

14 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets
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PROBE CARD ASSEMBLIES AND PROBE
PINS INCLUDING CARBON NANOTUBES

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION(S)

This application claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional
Application No. 61/421,409, filed Dec. 9, 2010, which is
incorporated by reference as if disclosed herein in its entirety.

BACKGROUND

In the computer chip manufacturing industry, it is neces-
sary to test the performance of integrated circuits (IC’s) at
various points in the manufacturing process, in order to weed
out defective components and to monitor the manufacturing
process. Various technologies have been employed for this
purpose, though all are challenged due to the increasing
demands of the IC manufacturing process.

In order to electrically test the circuitry, it is necessary to
make contact with pads on the IC, i.e., to “probe” the IC. The
probes must be able to align very accurately with the IC pads
to be tested, and to provide sufficient current to power the IC
as well as provide reliable, low resistance electrical contact at
low inductance such that the test signals are not distorted. As
IC manufacturing progresses to increasingly smaller geom-
etries, increasing number of transistors, and higher clock
frequencies, it challenges the abilities of existing technolo-
gies to probe the IC. The smaller geometries result in reduced
test pad dimensions, which then require the probes to be
better aligned to insure that they do not miss the pads. The
increasing number of transistors and higher clock frequencies
require that the probes be able to provide an increasing
amount of current without burning up or “fusing” the probe,
or reducing the probes physical characteristics such as spring
force and fatigue life.

1C manufacturers increasingly desire that the IC’s be tested
at elevated ambient temperature to better simulate worst-case
environmental conditions or to perform accelerated life test-
ing. This places an increasing burden on the probe to be able
to provide the high current levels at elevated temperatures of
150 degrees Celsius. The increased processing speed of the
1C’s further requires that the probes have low inductance so as
not to distort the clock and signal waveforms that are fed to
the IC, and to accurately transfer the waveforms from the IC
to the monitoring test equipment.

Some designs in the art include assemblies that combine
known conventional vertical buckling beam (VBB) sort inter-
face unit assemblies where the probe head includes an array
of curved probes. In such designs, one end of the probes (the
“tips”’) makes contact with the wafer being tested and the
other end (the “head”) makes contact with the array of contact
pads on the “C4” side of the space transformer. The curved
shape of the wires allows them to flex and act as springs when
making contact with the wafer. The compression of the wires
allows them to compensate for wafer height and planarity
variations without damaging the wafer pads. The requirement
that the probes be flexible complicates the manufacturing of
the probes and the assembly of the probe head. It also requires
that the wires be relatively long (about 4") in order to limit
the mechanical stress in the wire as it flexes.

There are many known testing devices that do not include
the use of carbon nanotubes. For example, U.S. Pat. Nos.
6,906,540, 6,756,797, and 6,297,657, each of which is incor-
porated by reference as if disclosed herein in its entirety all
teach various IC testing devices that do not include the use of
carbon nanotube technology. Other assemblies include the
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use of carbon nanotube bundle probes. Such assemblies can
provide unique fabrication challenges and difficult repair
challenges.

SUMMARY

One aspect of the disclosed subject matter is a probe card
assembly for testing circuit boards. In some embodiments,
the assembly includes the following: a multi-layered dielec-
tric plate aligned with an integrated circuit, the integrated
circuit having arrayed upon its surface a first plurality of
electrical contacts arranged in a pattern, the dielectric plate
having arrayed upon its surface a second plurality of electrical
contacts arranged in a pattern substantially matching the first
plurality of electrical contacts; a carbon nanotube interposer
interposed between the dielectric plate and the integrated
circuit, the nanotube interposer having compliant nanotubes
that are arranged to match the pattern of electrical contacts on
the integrated circuit and the dielectric plate; and a plurality of
vertical probes arrayed in a pattern upon the nanotube inter-
poser and joined with the carbon nanotubes, the vertical
probes making electrical contact with the first plurality of
electrical contacts and the second plurality of electrical con-
tacts via the carbon nanotubes.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

For the purpose of illustrating the invention, the drawings
show a form of the disclosed subject matter that is presently
preferred. However, it should be understood that the disclosed
subject matter is not limited to the precise arrangements and
instrumentalities shown in the drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1 is a side elevation view of a probe card assembly
including a carbon nanotube interposer according to some
embodiments of the disclosed subject matter; and

FIG. 2 is side elevation view of a probe card assembly
including probes with raised surfaces according to some
embodiments of the disclosed subject matter.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The disclosed subject matter includes probe card assem-
blies that include arrays of carbon nanotubes incorporated in
interposers to bridge the gap between a space transformer and
aprobe head assembly and provide the necessary compliance
when testing with straight, substantially rigid probes.

Referring now to FIGS. 1 and 2, some embodiments of the
disclosed subject matter include a probe card assembly 100
for testing circuit boards 102, which include a multi-layered
dielectric plate 104, a carbon nanotube interposer 106, and a
plurality of substantially vertical and rigid probes 108.

Multi-layered dielectric plate 104 is aligned with inte-
grated circuits 102. Integrated circuits 102 has arrayed upon
a surface 110 a first plurality of electrical contacts 112
arranged in a pattern. Dielectric plate 104 has arrayed upon a
surface 114 a second plurality of electrical contacts 116
arranged in a pattern substantially matching first plurality of
electrical contacts 112.

Carbon nanotube interposer 106 is interposed between
dielectric plate 104 and integrated circuits 102. Carbon nano-
tube interposer 106 has compliant carbon nanotubes 118 that
are arranged to match the pattern of electrical contacts 112,
116 on integrated circuits 102 and dielectric plate 104,
respectively. Carbon nanotubes 118 can be formed by laying
down “spots” of vertically-aligned multi-walled carbon
nanotubes on pre-patterned substrates by chemical vapor
deposition. A prepolymer solution is then added and cured.
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The material is then peeled away from the substrates to
develop a freestanding film material having aligned carbon
nanotubes in a transparent polymer matrix.

Plurality of substantially vertical and rigid, i.e., non-com-
pliant, probes 108 are arrayed in a pattern upon nanotube
interposer 106 and positioned adjacent or joined with carbon
nanotubes 118. Vertical probes 108 make electrical contact
with first plurality of electrical contacts 112 and second plu-
rality of electrical contacts 116 via carbon nanotubes 118.
Carbon nanotubes 118 serve as the electrical conduit between
vertical probes 108 and second plurality of electrical contacts
116. In some embodiments, carbon nanotubes 118 are formed
in an array having radial spacing of less than 100 nm. While
carbon nanotubes 118 can be custom sized, in some embodi-
ments, each of the carbon nanotubes has a height less than 20
mils and each of the carbon nanotube bundles requires less
than 8 grams per mil of compression.

To facilitate fabrication of probe card assembly 100, a
conventional assembly aid film 120 including a first array of
holes 122 and a die head 124 including a lower die head 126
having a second array of holes 128 can be used to align probes
108 by extending the probes through the first and second
arrays of holes.

As best shown in FIG. 2, in some embodiments, probes
108' include one or more raised surfaces 130. One or more
raised surfaces 130 on probe 108' releasably secure probe
108' within die head 124.

Inserting nanotube interposer 106 between dielectric plate
104 and integrated circuit 102 allows for a simpler probe and
head construction. The individual bundles of nanotubes, i.e.,
nanotubes 118, compress like springs and provide the neces-
sary compliance. This allows for probes 108 to be straight
wire probes, since they no longer have to flex, which greatly
simplifies the probe manufacturing process and reduces cost.
Straight wires are also much easier to insert into the head,
allowing for automated head assembly. Since the wires do not
undergo deflection stresses they can be much shorter, which
reduces their inductance and allows for higher test frequen-
cies, and also increases their current capacity. It also allows
them to be placed closer together to accommodate testing of
chips with smaller pads and tighter pad pitches.

Probe 108 can be custom-sized. In some embodiments,
carbon nanotube bundles 118 are formed in an array having
radial spacing of less than 100 nm, each of the carbon nano-
tube bundles has a height less than 20 mil, each of the carbon
nanotube bundles has stiffness less than 8 grams per mil of
compression. In some embodiments, the uniform thickness of
each probe shaft 108 is between about 2 mils and about 5 mils.

Assemblies and probes according to the disclosed subject
matter offer advantages over known designs. Assemblies
according to the disclosed subject matter allow for the use
shorter, straight manufactured contacts/probes, which will
allow for higher currents and less inductance. Straight probes
allow for automated insertion of the probes, which results in
faster assembly and shorter lead-times. The use of manufac-
tured probes rather than nanotube bundle probes maintains
head reparability.

The use of straight probes increases accuracy and align-
ment and allows for smaller geometries of contact and inter-
face, which helps reduce shorting. Some embodiments
include a less than 0.5 mil radial alignment.

Assemblies according to the disclosed subject matter pro-
vide finer pitch solutions. As mentioned above, the nanotubes
in the nanotube interposer can be grown to a desired size, e.g.,
custom width and height, and can have contacts that are 20
mils long or smaller. The nanotubes are compliant, i.e., able to
accommodate wafer/bump height variations, allow for larger
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arrays, have no contact gap, and lower grams permil, e.g., less
than 8 grams total per contact. As a result, the electrical
contacts or pads on the multi-layered dielectric plate (or
multi-layered ceramic (ML.C) do not wear as quickly and no
re-plating is required.

Compared to conventional probe card heads, no probe
insulation or coating is required. Nanotube interposers can be
manufactured quickly at a high volume and a low cost. Nano-
tube interposers are suitable for fine pitch applications, higher
frequency applications, and broader temperature ranges.

Although the disclosed subject matter has been described
and illustrated with respect to embodiments thereof, it should
be understood by those skilled in the art that features of the
disclosed embodiments can be combined, rearranged, etc., to
produce additional embodiments within the scope of the
invention, and that various other changes, omissions, and
additions may be made therein and thereto, without parting
from the spirit and scope of the present application.

What is claimed is:

1. A probe card assembly for testing circuit boards com-
prising:

a multi-layered dielectric plate aligned with an integrated
circuit, said integrated circuit having arrayed upon a
surface thereof a first plurality of electrical contacts
arranged in a pattern, said dielectric plate having arrayed
upon a surface thereof a second plurality of electrical
contacts arranged in a pattern substantially matching
said first plurality of electrical contacts;

a carbon nanotube interposer interposed between said
dielectric plate and said integrated circuit, said nanotube
interposer having compliant carbon nanotubes that are
arranged to match the pattern of electrical contacts on
said integrated circuit and said dielectric plate; and

a plurality of substantially non-compliant vertical probes
arrayed in a pattern upon said nanotube interposer and
joined with said nanotubes, said vertical probes making
electrical contact with said first plurality of electrical
contacts and said second plurality of electrical contacts
via said carbon nanotubes, wherein the probes have a
substantially elongated conformation more than said
carbon nanotubes.

2. A probe card assembly according to claim 1, wherein
each of said carbon nanotubes serves as an electrical conduit
between said vertical probes and said second plurality of
electrical contacts.

3. A probe card assembly according to claim 1, further
comprising:

an assembly aid film having a first array of holes; and a die
head including a second array of holes;

wherein said probes extend through said first and second
arrays of holes.

4. A probe card assembly according to claim 1, wherein
said carbon nanotubes are formed in an array having radial
spacing of less than 0.5 mil.

5. A probe card assembly according to claim 1, wherein
each of said carbon nanotubes has a height and width less than
1 mil.

6. A probe card assembly according to claim 1, wherein
each of said carbon nanotubes is less than 8 grams per mil.

7. A probe card assembly according to claim 1, wherein
each of said probes includes one or more raised surfaces.

8. A probe card assembly for testing circuit boards com-
prising:

a dielectric plate aligned with an integrated circuit, said

integrated circuit having arrayed upon a surface thereof
a first plurality of electrical contacts arranged in a pat-
tern, said dielectric plate having arrayed upon a surface
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thereof a second plurality of electrical contacts arranged
in a pattern substantially matching said first plurality of
electrical contacts;

a carbon nanotube interposer interposed between said
dielectric plate and said integrated circuit, said nanotube
interposer having compliant carbon nanotubes that are
arranged to match the pattern of electrical contacts on
said integrated circuit and said dielectric plate; and

a plurality of substantially non-compliant vertical probes
arrayed in a pattern upon said nanotube interposer and
joined with said nanotubes, said vertical probes making
electrical contact with said first plurality of electrical
contacts and said second plurality of electrical contacts
via said carbon nanotubes;

an assembly aid film having a first array of holes; and

a die head including a second array of holes, wherein said
probes extend through said first and second arrays of
holes wherein the probes have a substantially elongated
conformation more than said carbon nanotubes.
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9. A probe card assembly according to claim 8, wherein
said dielectric plate is multi-layered.

10. A probe card assembly according to claim 8, wherein
each of said carbon nanotubes serves as an electrical conduit
between said vertical probes and said second plurality of
electrical contacts.

11. A probe card assembly according to claim 8, wherein
said carbon nanotubes are formed in an array having radial
spacing of less than 0.5 mil.

12. A probe card assembly according to claim 8, wherein
each of said carbon nanotubes has a height and width less than
1 mil.

13. A probe card assembly according to claim 8, wherein
each of said carbon nanotubes is less than 8 grams per mil.

14. A probe card assembly according to claim 8, wherein
each of said probes includes one or more raised surfaces.
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